like many other activities in life, by no means immune to the caprice of fashion. The subject ?f nutrition and dietetics in this respect is no exception. The wide interest displayed by the Public in the subject of dietetics to-day may be due to several influences. In the first place there is on all sides a desire to know more about the attainment of health and the avoidance of disease than hitherto, and it is naturally realized that food must play an important role in this respect. In the second place the discovery within recent years of the accessory food substances or vitamins has stirred the imagination ftot only of the public but also of the medical Profession. Here was a substance whose Presence?in minute quantities?or whose absence, would condition the normal growth and development of, say, the skeleton. The Popular interest in the vitamins is at bottom the same as that which sustains faith in patent Medicines or quack cures; they possess the element of the miraculous. This interest is in great measure also due to the extensive research ^'ork which is being done in this field all over the world. It is scarcely realized that it would take between two and three hours a day to read all the literature appearing on the subject.
Meantime the press and commercial firms reecho such results as suit their purpose. Scarcely a day elapses but one sees a reference to some extra-potent vitamin extract or preparation.
It is not to be denied that they are essential to a complete diet. The main point is that they are receiving undue attention.
At present there are some five accredited vitamins and one of these has been divided into at least four sub-groups while another is threatening to break up into two. To obtain a Proper perspective one might do well to look back some sixty years and see what were the nutritional problems of the time and to what extent they have been solved to-day. [ess than half of Voit's figure. His main contention was that it placed an undue strain on the kidney.
So much for quantity. To-day one can safely recommend a protein intake which lies between that advocated by Voit and Chittenden respectively, although there is no rigid scientific proof in favour of it. The real truth of the matter lies in the fact that the protein problem is one not only of quantity but also of quality. Proteins differ in their capacity to promote growth and maintenance. A protein like gelatin for instance is totally incapable of performing those functions, while the proteins from milk are nature's finest product for the young growing animal. As a result of carefully controlled feeding experiments, a relative figure can now be given to a particular protein which expresses its relative biological value for promoting growth and maintenance. The proteins from flesh and milk have a value of about 100 while those of cereals are low down in the scale, rice being one of the lowest, approximately 30.
The significance of this point is best brought out when it is asked what are the main functions of food in the body; they are to supply energy in the form of calories and materials for growth and repair, as protein. Of all the food-stuffs protein alone can answer to both those claims, vitamins to neither. As an illustration of this, an experiment carried out in Scotland some years ago may be cited. Two groups of school children of the same economic class were given an extra ration of food through the school authorities. The experimental group received so much skimmed milk while the control group were given an equivalent amount of calories in the form of biscuit. At the end of the experimental period of four months it was found that the group receiving, the milk showed a greater increase in height and weight than the controls.
This result can not be attributed to the calorie intake which was equal in each group, nor to the extra vitamins which were negligible. The greater growth must have been due to an increased allowance of a good quality protein in the form of milk.
When it is realized that millions of the riceeating classes of India have a protein consumption not more, and often less, than that advocated even by Chittenden, that the biological value of rice protein is low, that one or more vitamins may be lacking in their diets; that their physique is poor compared to that of the Northern races of India who consume a better diet, one can appreciate that the providing of an adequate diet to all would involve a wholesale reorganization of agriculture and economics. The association of the protein intake and physique was pointed out by McKay in Calcutta some twenty years ago. This unsolved aspect of the dietary has tended to fall into the background since then. Without in any way minimizing the importance of vitamins it will be appreciated that no surfeit of those substances can promote normal THE INDIAN MEDICAL GAZETTE* ' ;
.. ^ [Sept., 1934 growth and maintenance without the necessarybuilding stones. It is not sufficiently realized that the assimilation and metabolism of food is an active process on the part of the living organism. It is no mere stoking of the furnaces of the cells with fuel. Pfliiger more than seventy years ago never ceased to stress the contention that protein after absorption became an integral part of the living cell, only to be broken down again in its turn and the effete material replaced from without?a continual flux of matter. The function of the vitamins may possibly be that of controlling or directing this flux. Rigid proof may be lacking for Pfliiger's idea but it is at least a biological concept infinitely preferable to crude mechanical analogies. The question has been asked what is the ideal diet ? The answer is?there is no one ideal diet.
What is an ideal diet ? The answer is?many.
It is the unique property of the living organism that it can adapt itself within a certain range of environmental conditions. A change of conditions, as is well known, is stimulating. Variety may well be said to be the key-note of practical dietetics. It ensures that nothing is left out; it stimulates the palate and alters the nutrient medium surrounding the cells. To-day one hears a good deal about a balanced diet, an expression so difficult to define in rigid terms, an abstraction not readily acceptable to the practical man. This aspect however may well be left to look after itself provided the word variety is interpreted and practised on as liberal a basis as possible.
H. E. C. W.
